Abstract. In the current competitive environment, great emphasis is placed on the knowledge and skills of the workforce as important elements in achieving organizational goals. As this focus on employee skills has increased, so have organizational programs and initiatives to ensure that the training in place to develop those skills is not sporadic, but rather part of a continuous effort toward keeping employee skills up to date. It becomes fundamental, in this context, to understand such programs and evaluate their impact, both within companies and externally, in terms of their decision making and business results. This paper aims to do that, through a study of the work-related training practices of industrial firms in the Northern-Spanish region of Asturias. In addition, it develops a new variable -training intensity -and examines its impact on the planning, execution and evaluation of training programs in these firms. Among other findings, our study confirms that training-intensive firms have a more defined strategic approach to the market and are generally more conscious of business competition than their non-training-intensive competitors. Implications for management are also presented.
Introduction
As the pace of business competition increases, firms are ever more required to be dynamic and innovative; which, in turn, demands that these qualities be manifest in their workforce (cf. Grant 1991; Streb et al. 2008; García-Morales et al. 2012; Hunter et al. 2012) . A firm may adopt new productive systems based on the latest technological and organizational patterns to meet or stay ahead of its competitors; but such investments are likely to bear little fruit unless they are introduced in the context of a support structure of highly-qualified technical staff (cf. Blundell et al. 1999; Chi et al. 2008; Othman et al. 2012; Santos-Vijande et al. 2012) .
In addition to increasing competition, authors such as Garofano and Salas (2005) , Iatagan et al. (2010) and Hammervoll (2012) point to other factors, which have also led to a greater attention to the workforce and its training. These include the development of a knowledge intensive economy, globalization, the speed of technological change, increased educational levels in the working population, and the influence of AngloAmerican business perspectives. Such factors have produced greater pressure for training in general, and evidenced the need for a model of continuous training (Luo 2007) in particular. From the firm's standpoint, this model requires that work-related training not be an afterthought, but rather form part of a predefined and planned effort to continuously facilitate employee learning, and so improve productivity and work performance (see Noe 2008; Hammervoll 2012; Othman et al. 2012; Neirotti, Paolucci 2013) .
In this paper, we analyze the continuous training practices of industrial small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the region of Asturias, in Northern Spain. On the basis of the firms' reports, we are interested in identifying the type of training preferentially provided, how it is delivered, and its effects on human resource practices. We furthermore create a new variable -training intensity -and analyze the extent to which it produces significant differences in the provision of training, its execution, evaluation, and impact on performance. In spite of the remarkable progress achieved over the years, it is widely agreed that the discussion on training has not been put to rest. Therefore, there is considerable scope to report the results of continuous training in industrial SMEs with the objectives (and context) presented in this study.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a review of relevant literature on both the theoretical framework of training and its possible effects on business profitability and wage increases. The following section describes the context of the Spanish training system and presents the sample. The methodological aspects and the results of the continuing training approaches of Asturian industrial firms are presented in the ensuing section. This section also analyzes the impact of training intensity on competitive variables and presents some of the lessons learned. The final section concludes the paper, providing recommendations for decision makers in terms of continuous training management in industrial firms.
Brief review of the literature
In the current information based-society, the production of knowledge has risen as the main source of competitive advantage (cf. Lara 2011) . For this to take place, it is essential that innovative research and development (R&D) investments be undertaken and a knowledgeable workforce be trained. Human Resource Management (HRM) thus acquires a strategic dimension; and new competencies are called for to give answer to the challenges of a volatile environment (Mulholland et al. 2005; Streb et at. 2008; Nair, Vohra 2010; Finch et al. 2012; García-Morales et al. 2012; Hunter et al. 2012) . In this context, innovation and dynamic adaptation to change are the only way to prevent competitors from eroding a firm's competitive edge; and such adaptation requires not only the ability, but the willingness of employees to engage in it.
Indeed, human resources (HR) in general, and efforts toward their continuous training in particular, are increasingly seen as fundamental elements to achieving a sustained competitive advantage, which has led to the "interaction and convergence of strategy and HRM issues" (Barney et al. 2001: 627) . Thus, rather than being considered in isolation, training is developed in concord with other HR policies, from recruitment to reward management and career planning; and in addition, all these elements are considered strategically, i.e., in terms of their potential contribution to business performance and goals (Purcell 1999; Akhtar et al. 2008) .
Achieving business goals and a sustained competitive advantage, one which "continues to exist after efforts to duplicate that advantage have ceased" (Barney 1991: 102) , requires that the resources and capabilities underlying that advantage be valuable, rare, costly to imitate, and that the firm be organized to fully exploit them (Barney, Hesterley 2012) . While "individual HRM practices may be imitable […] HRM systems and routines, which develop over time, may be unique to a particular firm and contribute to the creation of specific human capital skills" (Barney et al. 2001: 627) .
Furthermore, the intangibility of the human element, in what refers to characteristics such as "knowledge, skills and attitudes […] and organizational knowledge" adds an additional layer of inimitability (Aragón et al. 2003: 956) . While developing HR requires a multi-pronged approach, and indeed the integration of various HR practices, the fundamental role of training is increasingly recognized, as "the main activity in order to have qualified, flexible and well-prepared employees […] and to achieve the correct running of each stage of the process of knowledge management […]" (Aragón et al. 2003: 956) .
Firms at the technological frontier must use routine-based innovation knowledge; and to do so, need to build a "stock" of knowledge, from both internal expertise and high-tech knowledge (Chou, Zolkiewski 2012) . Likewise, with workers, their accumulated stock of Human Capital at a given time provides them with both the incentives and opportunities for further investments in Human Capital formation, highlighting the self-sustaining nature of individual capital growth (Foss 1997; Blundell et al. 1999; Tracey 2012) .
In broad terms, Human Capital is composed of three elements: (1) early ability; (2) qualifications and knowledge acquired through formal schooling and post-school qualifica-tions; and (3) competences and expertise acquired through training while at work (i.e. continuous training) (cf. Blundell et al. 1999; Mulholland et al. 2005) . Training can thus be defined as those courses undertaken post schooling, which are designed to help individuals develop skills and use them in their jobs (Blundell et al. 1999) . We understand that continuous training is related to the provision of job related knowledge and skills which help make individuals flexible and able to adapt to change and innovation (Noe 2008) .
As an investment, training should only be undertaken if its expected return is greater than the market rate of interest (for further discussion, see Veum 1995; Blundell et al. 1999; Görlitz 2011) . Traditional Human Capital models distinguish between general training, which is highly transposable between firms; and specific training, which results in productivity increases in only one firm (Becker 1964) . The central element in these models relates to the ability to appropriate the returns of the training effort, such that general training should be financed by employees; whereas specific training should be financed by the firm itself; or at most be co-financed, in order to reduce the possibility of opportunistic behaviors by the trained workers.
The extent to which the knowledge transferred can be turned into Human Capital, however, depends on the extent to which employees devote effort to learning, and effectively apply new skills. From a strategic standpoint, then, the workforce can be an important source of competitive advantage (Hatch, Dyer 2004) . Knowledgeable and specialized employees add value are scarce, difficult to replicate and cannot be easily substituted. Nevertheless, competitive value is neither an intrinsic property of resources, nor is it static; value is accrued with time, with investments toward increasing and improving those resources, and it is also dependent on the nature of the industry in question (Collis, Montgomery 1995) . In the industrial sector, for instance, efforts to increase the competitive value of human resources have tended to focus on a more narrow form of training, where the objective is to teach workers how to fully exploit a machine, by knowing all the technical aspects related to it and the job in question. The next section characterizes the Asturias region, from which the sample of industrial firms in this study was obtained.
The case of the Asturias region: context and sample
Public support for work-related training in Spain is subsidized by the Fundación Tripartita para la Formación en el Empleo (i.e. Tripartite Foundation for Training and Employment, after translation; Tripartite Foundation from now on). This Foundation was created in 1980 by the Spanish Administration, trade unions and companies' associations. A 0.7% levy on monthly wages (0.6% paid by companies and 0.1% by workers) was set to finance workers' skills acquisition and requalification. The Foundation's budget is financed by the levy and money from the Spanish Government, though firms are able to recover their training levy contributions, with the amount of their financial support for training plans depending on the size of the firm.
In the Asturias region, the data from the observatory for continuous training of the Tripartite Foundation shows that, in 2012, 6.30% of the firms (1.993 out of 31.633 firms) performed training for 32.324 individuals out of a total of 295.312 individuals employed in the region (10.95%). These firms invested 4.190.000€ in training, out of an initial available budget from the levies of 6.450.000€ (64.96% use rate). In the industrial sector, 484 firms (24.29%) performed training, using 2.300.000€ from an initial credit of 3.380.000€ (68.04% use rate). The backdrop for these numbers is a national labor market with high levels of unemployment and a growing casualization of the labor force, with temporary labor contracts representing 31.90% of all work contracts. The industrial relations system in Spain has been defined as one of weak and fragmented corporatism, despite the existence of legally enforceable sectorial bargaining.
Given this context, our focus is on the region of the Asturias, and industrial SMEs within it in particular. The choice of the industrial sector is of interest, because it allows us to analyze continuous training in the context of a very traditional economic sector, where the stereotype is still very much of a Fordist and largely mechanistic approach, with narrow training. The focus on SMEs -firms with 30-250 employees -has to do with the structure of the Asturian industrial sector, of which SMEs are highly representative.
The sample population was drawn from the Bureau Van Dijk: SABI -Sistema de Análi-sis de Balances Españoles -data base. This provides accounting and financial information published up to 6 months after the fiscal year in analysis. The initial number of industrial firms retrieved from the data base was of 497. Of these, 109 were did not belong to the industrial sector, were closing down or could not be contacted. A postal survey was sent to the remaining 388. 115 of these returned usable surveys, representing a response rate of 29.63% (see Table 1 ), which is a fairly good response rate in the Social Sciences (M. Hill, A. Hill 2005) . Sample error (k) 7.7 ≤ % Confidence level 95% Z = 1.96 P = q = 0.5
Methodology and results
As noted above, a survey methodology was adopted. The questionnaire was developed and tested through personal interviews with HRM managers of different companies that provide training in order to check both its accuracy and a correct understanding of the questions. After small adjustments, it was applied through the use of a postal survey sent to the target firms for data collection. The final questionnaire used was composed of closed questions, with answers measured on 5-point Likert scales, where higher values represented greater levels of relevance or importance attributed to an issue by the firm. Participant companies were asked regarding their training practices (i.e. type of training, where it takes place, funding, reasons for training and so on); as well as regarding the strategic importance attributed to such actions, as measured by the importance attached to them and the extent to which they were considered an investment, for instance.
Because this research was essentially exploratory, no specific hypotheses were developed. However, we were interested in the following key research questions: 1) To what extent was general vs. specific training carried out in these firms? Given the size of the firms in question and their industrial nature, there was an expectation that most of the training would be firm-specific, relating to particular acquired machinery or technology; 2) Who was supporting the cost of these training initiatives, was the cost distribution consistent with theory (i.e. supported by employees in the case of general training, and by firms for specific training)? More importantly, perhaps, given these general characteristics, we wanted to see if we could identify noteworthy differences between firms in their approach to training; and 3) Considering their level of training intensity, would this variable lead to significant differences in: a) the execution of training programs, and the extent to which they were considered a strategic variable for the company; b) the manner in which performance and training evaluation took place; and c) the outcomes of training.
General characteristics of the sample and firms' training practices
There was a noteworthy prevalence of training among the firms in our sample. Of the 115 firms who answered the questionnaire, 109 (94.78%) had implemented training sometime in the past decade. However, this was not universally reflected among employees: of the 9.386 employees encompassed by the study, only around a third (3.605) had benefitted from training.
As noted above, we were also interested to see whether the financing of the training programs provided was aligned with Human Capital theory. In broad terms, this was found to be the case. General training was mostly provided off the job and at the expense of workers' time, whereas the costs of specific training tended to be covered by the firms, by being performed on the job and during working time. In the case of general training, firms subsequently tried to limit potential resulting labor mobility through efficiency wages and by linking promotions to Human Capital.
Despite this overall alignment with the theory, it is worth noting that of the firms in the sample providing specific training, 39 did so off the job, outside of work hours, and with external trainers -characteristics typically associated with general training. This is surprising because it shows job specific training being provided at employees' expense, where theory would predict the opposite.
Intensity of training
In order to analyze the research questions related to training intensity and its impact, the firms in the sample were classified according to five items, designed to measure this variable (intensity of their continuous training practices): (1) the number of reasons indicated for providing training; (2) the number of categories of workers being trained; (3) the number of different training contents provided; (4) the intensity of the evaluation process; and (5) the self-reported strategic importance of the workforce qualification process. The intensity of training index (IT) was built according to formulation (1), which multiplies each method declared by the company (i.e. attendance (X 1 ), satisfaction (X 2 ), acquisition of knowledge (X 3 ), application of said knowledge to job tasks (X 4 ) and company analysis of business results (X 5 )) by an increasing additional number i ∈ {1, 5}:
The variables were standardized for the analysis. In order to classify the firms into groups, a K means cluster analysis was performed. Distances were computed using Euclidean distance, and the "classify and iterate" method was used, forcing the program to select two clusters within a maximum of 10 iterations. The data was treated with IBM's SPSS statistical package, and the cluster analysis identified two groups: (1) a training-intensive group, formed by 53 of the firms in the sample; and (2) a group of non-training-intensive firms, which was composed of 55 firms (one firm was not classified in either group). Table 2 presents the scores of the two groups for each of the items which make up the intensity of training variable. Table 3 presents the results of the confirmatory discriminant analysis of these clusters. This coherently classified 94.78% of the firms, with a Spearman coefficient of 0.946, statistically significant at a 99% level.
In terms of general firm characteristics, the data showed that those in the high training intensity group had been in the market longer, had older employees and managers, experienced less staff turnover and had a more specialized workforce than non-trainingintensive firms. Although these differences did not reach significance, the pattern was consistent throughout.
A series of T tests and ANOVAs were then run to investigate the differences between the groups on a number of variables. The results are presented in Tables 4 to 8. Notes: Responses on 5-point Likert scales (1 = minimum and 5 = maximum). **Significant at a 0.99% level. *Significant at a 0.95% level.
As shown in Table 4 , there were significant differences between the two groups in the extent to which training was a strategic consideration. Training-intensive firms placed greater value on training programs as an investment (M intensive = 4.21 vs. M non-intensive = 3.58; t = 0.005); and were more likely to consider worker qualifications (M intensive = 4.45 vs. M non-intensive = 3.78; t = 0.000) and productivity (M intensive = 4.49 vs. M non-intensive = 4.09; t = 0.011) as strategic resources than their non-training-intensive counterparts. Training-intensive firms also revealed more commitment to HRM practices in general than their non-training-intensive counterparts (see Table 5 ). Notes: (1) Responses on 5-point Likert scales (1 = minimum and 5 = maximum). **Significant at a 0.99% level. *Significant at a 0.95% level.
There were statistically significant differences between the two groups in the implementation of performance appraisal (M intensive = 83% vs. M non-intensive = 56.4%; t = 0.002), online training (M intensive = 45.3% vs. M non-intensive = 20%; t = 0.004), the use of performance appraisal for promotion (M intensive = 50% vs. M non-intensive = 19.4%; t = 0.006) and the use of internal training (M intensive = 66% vs. M non-intensive = 41.8%; t = 0.010). Taken together, these results suggest that training-intensive firms have a more formalized and strategic approach toward their workforce management. As expected, training-intensive firms trained a greater percentage of their workforce than their non-training-intensive counterparts. This difference was significant for every worker category other than qualified manual staff (M intensive = 94.3% vs. M non-intensive = 85.5%; t = 0.127), which is also the category which most participates in training programs for both groups. Notes: Responses on 5-point Likert scales (1 = minimum and 5 = maximum). **Significant at a 0.99% level. *Significant at a 0.95% level.
Regarding training execution, Table 7 shows that both groups preferentially sought out specific knowledge (M intensive = 3.94 vs. M non-intensive = 3.65; t = 0.152). A larger percentage of non-training-intensive firms resorted solely to external trainers for the development of their training efforts (M non-intensive = 63.6% vs. M intensive = 37.7%; t = 0.035) and performed their programs off the job (M non-intensive = 50% vs. M intensive = 18.9%; t = 0.001), while a larger percentage of training-intensive firms ran up to 50% of their programs on firm premises (M intensive = 58.6% vs. M non-intensive = 24.1%; t = 0.001).
Impact of training intensity on business results
In general, training-intensive firms appeared more conscious of business competition than their non-intensive counterparts. However, there were no significant differences in the levels of importance attributed to the need for innovation, or workforce autonomy, participation and openness between the two groups. This might be explained by the increasing turbulence of the external environment, and firms' need to adapt to it, whether they are training intensive or not (Table 8) . 
3.58
Flexibility to adapt to changes 4.14 3.85
Ideas from workforce t = 0.014 3.73* 3.30*
Creative problem solving capabilities t = 0.023 3.58* 3.17* Notes: Responses on 5-point Likert scales (1 = minimum and 5 = maximum). *Significant at a 0.95% level.
Although it is widely acknowledged that training produces a variety of benefits, such as increased productivity and labor flexibility, quality improvements, product and process innovations, greater adaptability to market changes, and reduced absenteeism (cf. Rigby 2002; Santos-Vijande et al. 2012) , Table 8 shows few significant differences in the impact of training intensity on business results. It is important to resist attaching too much importance to these numbers, however. Not only do they reach significance for pre-tax results, but training programs can produce other kinds of benefits for the organization, which may not be immediately apparent in economic indicators alone, such as greater commitment to the firm or higher levels of motivation.
Conclusions
Faced with an ever more volatile business environment, companies are increasingly turning to their HR as a potential source of sustainable competitive advantage. Within this trend, employee training has received particular attention, as a key way in which to fully exploit the potential of a company's HR in allowing it the dynamism, creativity and adaptability it need to survive in this new context (Aragón et al. 2003) . It is no longer sufficient to simply provide employees with training, this training has to be strategic -linked to and integrated with other HR policies, and to the company's longterm goals and objectives in general. In this paper, we were interested to see to what extent such considerations were being held in a largely traditional setting, such as the industrial sector of Spanish Region of the Asturias.
Having revisited the theory of Human Capital and training, we found that as predicted by the theory, when the training provided was general (vs. specific), it was more likely to be paid for by the workers, under the assumption it would subsequently allow them to benefit from increased career opportunities and/or increased wages in the future. It is interesting to note, however, that most of the training within our sample was selfreported as specific, rather than general. Furthermore, in an apparently counter-intuitive manner, workers were found to be financing their specific training (by doing it off the job, and outside of work hours, for instance) as well as their general training. This is a relevant finding, and suggests that it is worth considering the increasing effects of changing labor market conditions on firms' training decisions. In particular, the results in this case are likely to have resulted from the inflexibility of the labor market; and to have been further compounded by the prevailing context of high unemployment.
This suggests an important area of intervention for policy makers, in terms of enabling greater labor market flexibility and trying curtail situations in which employers are able to acquire and take advantage of oligopsonistic positions. It should also concern managers, since previous research has shown that on-the-job training provided by in-house trainers produces better overall results in terms of creativity, productivity, quality, and profitability, among others (Aragón et al. 2003) .
A further contribution of this study was the creation of a new variable -training intensity -and the assessment of its influence. The results showed a consistent and significant impact of training intensity. Training-intensive firms attached greater importance to worker qualifications and productivity as strategic resources, and displayed more commitment to HRM practices in general than their non-training-intensive counterparts. The training-intensive group also had training programs that were more aligned with strategic business plans, and a greater preoccupation with the need for technological adaptation. In terms of content and execution, intensive firms provided training in a greater number of diverse business topics, and were more likely to provide the training on the job and with recourse to internal trainers.
Again, these findings are of practical interest, and suggest that the measurement and development of training intensity should potentially be considered as an important objective for both policy makers and practitioners. Training programs in training intensive firms tend to be more strategic and are more likely to produce positive results -whether in terms of business performance or along more intangible variables, such as commitment, motivation, employee retention, creation of learning environments or even facilitate the assimilation of innovation within firms. As such, policy makers may want to consider this variable in attributing funding for training, and companies would do well to try to develop this intensity.
With respect to training evaluation, it is worth noting that for both groups, the percentage of firms using the most difficult to measure assessment of training (its business impact) was very close to the percentage of those using the easiest methods of training evaluation (course attendance or employee satisfaction). This is indicative of training courses and their desire to ensure they have measureable economic outcomes.
In terms of future research, longitudinal studies would be of interest, in order to address the lag between the provision of training and its production of results in the workplace. It would also be of interest to carry out similar and/or comparative analyses in different sectors and countries. In terms of practical recommendations for management practice, companies might want to consider the manner in which their specific or very specific training is provided, as it would likely be in their best interest to change to providing it to a greater extent internally, rather than through recourse to external trainers, as seems to currently be the case. Finally, the issue of informal training, and its provision and impact would also be a matter of great interest -in terms of both theory and practice. 
